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Previous progress towards 
instituting carbon emission caps in 
the US have been derailed by fears 
(voiced most prominently by the 
current administration) that such 
regulations would stifle the American 
economy. There has been progress, 
however, as exemplified by the 
bipartisan support for the Lieberman–
Warner Climate Stewardship Act, 
which, while not reaching a full vote 
by the Senate this year, was the first 
carbon-cap legislation to be approved 
by the Senate Environment and Public 
Works Committee. 
In addition to outlining compulsory 
legislation to curb emissions, 
both candidates have pushed the 
development of clean coal technology, 
an important issue given that over half 
of US electric power is derived from 
coal-fired power plants. While McCain 
proposes to spend 2 billion dollars a 
year on developing clean coal, Obama 
hasn’t disclosed specific numbers 
but has indicated a willingness to 
spend money on this area as part 
of a 150 billion dollar plan over 10 
years to promote the development 
of alternative energy and existing 
domestic resources.
This year, a new issue has 
come to the fore, one with  
relevance to both the economy 
and the environment —  
energy policy
In addition to clean coal, both 
candidates would also encourage the 
development of new nuclear power 
plants through government subsidies, 
and, while Obama supports similar 
subsidies for solar, ethanol, and wind 
power, McCain’s plan would rely solely 
on consumer tax credits to stimulate 
demand for these technologies. 
Overshadowing the ongoing debate 
on energy policy is the notion that 
the US is becoming increasingly 
dependent on foreign oil. This 
dependence, at least as portrayed 
by both candidates, is dangerous 
because the health of the economy 
hinges on potentially unstable 
nation states. In addition, the rising 
price of gasoline, influenced in part 
by increased demand in Asia, is 
particularly tangible to the average 
American voter who commutes  
16 miles to work on average. The  
vast majority of imported oil flows  
into the US transportation network,  
so it is obvious that efforts will have  
to be directed towards this sector.
Enter the electric car. Both 
candidates support investments in 
research and development and would 
encourage substantial tax rebates 
for purchases of electric vehicles. 
McCain has even gone so far as to 
propose a 300 million dollar prize to 
anyone that can develop a suitable 
battery at 30 per cent of the current 
cost. Where the two candidates 
appear to differ, however, is on the 
issue of how to augment the domestic 
supply of fuel for the existing and 
future petroleum-based vehicles on 
US highways. McCain has come out 
in strong support of overturning a 
moratorium on offshore drilling, a 
position that, when articulated before 
the Republican National Convention 
in August, elicited chants of “Drill, 
Baby, Drill!” by the delegates. Obama, 
in contrast, has opposed offshore 
drilling, citing environmental concerns 
as well as doubts that drilling would 
reduce oil prices in the near term. 
Even on this issue, however, the 
candidates have moved closer 
together with Obama recognizing 
that compromises on drilling may be 
necessary if he is to achieve his other 
aims.
While the dollar figures and target 
numbers being thrown around by both 
candidates may differ, it appears, at 
least from a bird’s eye perspective, 
that the energy policies of John 
McCain and Barack Obama are 
more similar than they are different. 
So, come November 4, perhaps the 
question in the minds of American 
voters will not be whose policy do I 
prefer, but which candidate do I think 
can turn their plans into reality?Amongst all the groups of organisms, 
the numbers of birds are probably 
better monitored than most. But a new 
report finds that numbers are falling 
across many species worldwide, 
including common species that now 
appear in decline.
BirdLife International, a global 
alliance of conservation organisations, 
working in more than 100 countries, 
reported last month on the state of 
the world’s birds. From albatrosses 
in the Southern Ocean, vultures in 
India, bobwhite quails in the US, 
corn buntings in Europe and yellow 
cardinals in Argentina, once familiar 
birds are declining worldwide.
The new report reveals the regional 
pictures and finds species declining 
everywhere, presenting an alarming 
picture of many members of a whole 
class of species decreasing in 
numbers.
The report finds 45 per cent of 
common European species declining, 
with the turtle dove having lost 62 
per cent of its population in the last 
25 years. In Australia, wading birds 
have seen population declines of 
more than 80 per cent over the same 
period.
A comprehensive new study 
finds many bird species declining 
worldwide. Nigel Williams reports.
Alarm bells louden Birds migrating between Europe, the Middle East and Africa have suffered 
40 per cent population declines over 
three decades. “Birds impacted by 
agricultural intensification in Europe 
may suffer excessive hunting in the 
Dwindling: The once common corn bunting 
is suffering a serious decline in numbers. 
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R935Middle East and desertification of 
African wintering grounds, says Mike 
Rands, BirdLife’s chief executive. The 
Eurasian wryneck, northern wheatear 
and common nightingale are vanishing 
he says.
In North America, 20 common 
species have halved in number over 
the past 40 years and, in Asia, the 
once millions of white-rumped vultures 
have almost disappeared and are now 
critically endangered.
“Many of these birds have been a 
familiar part of our everyday lives and 
people who would not necessarily have 
noticed other environmental indicators 
have seen the numbers slipping away, 
and are wondering why,” says Rands.
Many of these birds have been 
a familiar part of our everyday 
lives and people who would 
not necessarily have noticed 
other environmental indicators 
have seen the numbers  
slipping away
In Latin America, bird monitoring in 
El Salvador reports that 25 per cent of 
common resident species — including 
the flame-coloured tanager, chestnut-
capped bush finch and collared 
trogon — have experienced significant 
declines in the past decade, the report 
says. “Formerly widespread species 
like the yellow cardinal, once common 
in Argentina, are endangered,” says 
Rands.
“Birds provide an accurate and 
easy-to-read environmental barometer, 
allowing us to see clearly the pressures 
our current way of life is putting on the 
world’s biodiversity.”
All the world’s governments 
committed themselves to slowing or 
halting the loss of biodiversity by 2010, 
“but reluctance to commit what are 
often relatively small sums of money 
in terms of national budgets means 
that this target is almost certain to be 
missed,” the report says.
Thanks to the efforts of many people 
and organisations we now know much 
more about the state of biodiversity 
than we did even four years ago, the 
report highlights. “The mapping of over 
10,000 sites of crucial importance for 
the conservation of birds and other 
biodiversity is a major contribution to this.” But the result of improved 
monitoring has often been bad news.
“The world at large has become 
far more aware of the enormous 
environmental challenges that we 
face, particularly in the light of climate 
change. There is growing awareness 
too of the need to maintain biodiversity 
and ecosystem services if the human 
population, and particularly the world’s 
poor, are to cope with an increasingly 
uncertain future.”
The report highlights our close 
involvement with birds. “Human uses 
have been recorded for one purpose or 
another for 45 per cent of the world’s 
nearly 10,000 bird species. Over a third 
of species are kept as pets and around 
one in seven is hunted for food. It is 
difficult to know how many individual 
birds are used, although it is estimated 
that between half a billion and one 
billion songbirds are hunted each year 
in Europe alone, for sport and food.”
A total of 153 bird species is 
believed to have become extinct since 
1500. Avian extinctions are continuing, 
with 18 species lost in the last quarter 
of the twentieth century and three 
more known or suspected to have 
gone extinct since 2000. The rate of 
extinctions on continents appears to 
be increasing, principally as a result 
of extensive and expanding habitat 
destruction.
In this new assessment, 1,226 
species — one in eight of the 
total — were considered threatened 
with extinction. Threatened species 
are not evenly distributed amongst 
families; there are particularly high 
proportions amongst albatrosses (82 
per cent), cranes (60 per cent), parrots 
(27 per cent), pheasants (23 per cent) 
and pigeons (20 per cent). Overall, 
larger species and those with a low 
reproductive rate were found to be 
more threatened.
But birds on small islands, as with 
other endemic species, face particular 
threats. Three-quarters of threatened 
bird species on oceanic islands are at 
risk from introduced species, invasive 
predators, especially rats and cats, 
which represent the greatest threat, 
the report says. But the impact of 
habitat modification by herbivores 
and reduced fitness as a result of 
introduced micro-organisms are also 
significant, the report finds. “There are 
many examples where these threats, 
alone or combined, have caused 
extremely rapid declines and even 
extinctions.”
“Globally agreed goals, such as 
the 2010 target and the Millennium 
Development goals for 2015, require 
a global monitoring system,” the 
report says. “No such system exists 
for biodiversity, but progress is being 
made with birds at the forefront. Birds 
are easy to monitor, and many people 
around the world do so, often as 
volunteers, generating information of 
vital importance to our future.” Overall, 
birds provide “a route for environmental 
engagement and a focus for positive 
change,” the report argues.
Threatened: Many albatross species numbers are dwindling as they come into conflict with 
increased fishing activity in the Southern Ocean. (Photo: fotoNatura/Alamy.)
